who had fought for the Union; by contrast, the secretive and illiterate Abraham Galloway, an escaped slave turned Union spy and recruiter, emerges as a remarkably effective leader who continued the struggle for civil rights until his death in 1870. Runaway slaves, plantation belles, slave auctioneers, those committing atrocities and their victims, Union occupiers of the coast, prisoners, baseball players, churches and chaplains, bandsmen and singers, sailors, architects and railroad men, the Cherokee Legion, U. S. Colored Troops, Fort Fisher, and even the sons of the famous Siamese Twins, Chang and Eng Bunker, who had settled in rural North Carolina following a decade of world tours, round out the pages of this fascinating collection.
As Gerard demonstrates, the experiences of North Carolina and North Carolinians serve as an excellent window into what he dubs (p. 323) "our Great American Mystery: how so many millions of reasonable, decent people could have embarked on such a near-apocalyptic crusade, endured suffering that is unimaginable to most contemporary readers, and inflicted so much cruelty and death on fellow Americans, including their own neighbors." The last state to secede, North Carolina was bitterly divided over national and local loyalties, slavery, and economic and social class. Desertions from its units were especially high in the Army of Northern Virginia, and the state fielded eight regiments for the Union (four black and four white). Nonetheless, North Carolina raised over eighty regiments for the Confederacy; one of every four Confederate dead at Gettysburg were from North Carolina; six Tar Heel regiments fought at the infamous Battle of the Crater (1864). Some fought in conventional battles, others adopted the grinding, asymmetrical conflicts that engulfed the borderlands between Union and Confederate control in the highlands and near the coast. Explaining why the catastrophe occurred will always remain elusive; to Gerard, it ultimately came down to agonizing personal decisions.
General readers will find in The Last Battleground a brilliantly written introduction into the Civil War's impact on the American people. Indeed, author Gerard's six years of research, observation, and conversation enabled him to understand many of the war's complexities. Of course, academic quibblers will be somewhat frustrated by the lack of direct citations (there is a brief bibliography), the use of the present tense to describe past events, and the occasional factual error: for example, though Unionist, the little community of Shelton Laurel was not "Republican to the bone" (p. 86) during the war, as the Republican Party did not yet exist in North Carolina. But the result is nonetheless a sensitive, sympathetic, thoughtful, and often troubling book, one of the most rewarding accounts of Civil War that I've read in many years.
